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but could exist in a society that was based on principles of
religious toleration and political freedom.
3.   LAMENNAIS  AND  THE  BEGINNINGS   OF   LIBERAL  CATHOLICISM
Few episodes in the history of modern thought are more
interesting, and more pathetic, than the gallant efforts of the
Liberal Catholic school between 1830 and 1870 when it was
condemned by the Vatican Council. It may have been trying
to reconcile two irreconcilables, but, he is a rigid determinist
indeed who has not pondered at times over one of the most
tantalizing might-have-beens of history.
Liberal Catholicism as a tendency was already some years
old at the point we have reached in this narrative. Its foremost
representative in the sphere of political action, Charles de
Montalembert, had been struggling for educational freedom
in the Press and on the platform of the House of Peers, ever
since being sensationally prosecuted in 1831 for the illegal
opening of an elementary school. We have indeed, for the sake
of clearness, postponed reference to Montalembert and his
friends to the point at which their interference became really
effective; but it may be said that Liberal Catholicism, at the
eve of its meed of success, was already a spent force, having been
already driven by Papal disfavour from its bold affirmations
and freshness of outlook to a singularly timid and watered-
down statement of its claim, and having lost its real leader and
inspirer, Lamennais.
No study of French political ideas would be complete with-
out some reference to Lamennais, but it is no easy matter to
decide the place to be assigned to him. Few men have achieved
such a complete revolution in their thought as this upholder
of the strictest Roman claims, out-Papalizing the Pope in his
Ultramontanism and dying as the excommunicated champion
of Red Democracy, after having represented, at some time
in his changeful career, every intermediate position between
these two extremes, without ever incurring, from his worst
enemies, the reproach of insincerity. At each stage of this
evolution he made ardent disciples, who were, with death in